A cross-sectional study of employer and employee occupational health needs and priorities within the Irish Civil Service.
This study aimed to establish how important an occupational health unit (OHU) is to its clients, and to identify the perceived needs and priorities for such a service. A cross-sectional postal survey of a stratified, randomly selected group of employees (n = 760) and all human resources (HR) managers (n = 34) was conducted in the Irish Civil Service. Each participant was requested to rate the overall importance of the OHU and to prioritize eight proposed functions for the unit: medical surveillance, general health education, pre-employment/promotion medical assessments, ill-health retirement assessments, return-to-work (after sick leave) assessments, occupational health education, research, and general medical screening. The results were analysed according to age group, gender, grade and occupation. There was a response rate of 69% from employees and 74% from personnel managers. Significantly more HR managers than employees (92 versus 81%) thought an occupational health service was either important or very important. There were also differences in prioritization of functions by employees and HR managers. HR managers prioritized those functions concerned with assessing individuals' fitness for work, notably pre-employment/promotional health assessments, whereas employees consider group-directed 'preventative' functions to be more important, i.e. general medical screening, health education and medical surveillance. Both sets of opinions are not mutually exclusive, and considerable overlap exists, notably in the areas of occupational and general health education.